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Toying with 
Trash, Science and Art 

By Arvind Gupta 


Making toys from everyday materials is a fantastic experience for children - much 
more creative and enjoyable than ready-made kits can ever be. 


As a child. I used to go i5ic 
M abash ivnrnlri Mela lit 1 Id near ii water 
rj'iii k in my small town. Here, \ would 
buy cLav camel tarts, coal engines and 
Other wheel toys aU for a Jew -coins. 
Wish spiraling Ctrels, ! -often wondered 
how the potters eould even atTosnd to 
bake those toys, One punter lol-d ine L 
L, Wg just scrape a living making day 
pots and pitchers These toys are small 
so we j'nsl stow them between pots. We 
discount their fuel costs. Children have 
to play and we I i ;L '■ eto make these toys.” 
This ethic enabled children like me. -with 
I ittLe money, to huy Loys. 

I ndia IijilI a stroup tradition of crafts 
people making folk toys, t he factory 
system of snass production destroyed 
Lhis tradition. Home of these toys tan 
si 1 1 1 lie lmuy.li I i n museu in bazaars of the 


Di I li I Li at or Dastkar, I hese vemamiter, 
local or folk toys embodied a societal 
code. This code stood traditional 
“economics’" on its head - the cheaper 
the thing, the greater its value! and 
the value increased as more and more 
people used it. A whole ei viliail ioit bn ill 
around lhese lines enabled the poorest 
children to play with toys 

All ihings mattered, even the small 
things ih. .1 we would throw away. Even 
discarded Ih bigs had a life of tlici r i ivii, 
and were capable of providing thrilling 
and deeply touching experiences 
lhis was the code imprinted deep 
in traditional toys Since everything 
mattered, nothing was destroyed, only 
reincarnated. So throw away wire, 
pieces of doth, wrapping paper, cord 
covers of books all transformed inLo 


Science is not hardware, 
burettes and pipettes. It is a 
way of critically looking at 
ih e world In search of new 
patterns. 


beautisi.il loys. Every object had many 
lives In ibis scheme, the value of an 
item was nol judged by i Is market Va luc 
hut what it was capable of doing in its 
many lives. Old saris were stitched into, 
pell i oo ate and children’s clothes, the 
remaining scraps were Eransfonited into 
c loth dol H eo play with. 

This austerity of reduce, reuse, 
recycle, is best symbolized in this 
BuddUti-xt late: 

A monk approached the Buddha for 
a new woolen shawl {amgflriJiii) 

“What happened lo your old shawl?” 
asked Efuddha. 

“It gen worn nui so S used i L as a bed 
sheet,” replied the monk. 

“What happened to your old tied 
sheet?” Buddha enquired. 

“The old bed sheet was worn out 
too. Ho, I cat 1 1 up and made il into a 
pillow cover,” i ephed Ihc monk . 

"But what happened lo yonr old 
pillow cover'. 1 '’ asked Buddha. 

” My head had nibbed on it a mi 1 1 ion 
i i riles ood in ade a hi c; hole i n ihe pillow 
cover. Ho I used H as a lisoL mat,” replied 
the ittonk . 

The Eluddha was not entirely 

satisfied, 



Probing further In.- asked, "Bui w hai 
did you do with your old tool matT' 

f he monk repl it'd with folded 
hands. 'Master I ho old foot mul was 
frayed with repealed use. 31s warp and 
weft had become loose, So I eolkld 
die fibers and braided Ihem in a wick. 
Later E homed the cotton w iek i n iliv i.ift 
lamp. " 

"IThe Buddha trailed after listening 
to the monk iind gave him a new shawl. 

Today 's rampant consumerism 
is producing moturLa ins. of junk and 
trash. This impending calamity was 
graphically captured by Annie Leonard 
in u ptuus! -seu 20-minulc film 'story of 
Stull* I lively downloadable from www, 
sirtryofolufr.oumL '('his lilin created 
nen benchmarks of aeiivis.ni on ilk 
wd? with over 4 J million viewers! 
We dubbed Ibis Mini into Hindi am.! 
Marathi after obtaining permission. 
The film slated that recycling fidpud 
hut ii was not enough. Many of the 
technological solutions being puddled 
were m l a ci wuise than the disease. We 
need to reduce our greed and rampant 
consumption I ho message of ihe film 
was to live simply, so that others may 
simply live 1 

Match stick Models 

After finishing college. I goL 
involved in u programme ili.'ii i riled ■ i. 
ntfiLing science tun Jbr village- children. 
Village schools «ln not have labs, and alt 
science was leu ml by rale - by mugg ing 
up definitions, fonmidae and spilling 
diciri on! in the exams. Children did no 
experiments. The idua wh% io use local, 
low -cost muterials for teaching science. 
Li learning glass b&nfcsH and l«»i tubes 
were fur removed from the lives of 
die children and they would anyway 
foul Uneasy using them. Materials 
used cveiyday had a familiarity with 
which children felt "aL home" Mass 
produced items of daily use had 
standard dimensions and could he used 
Ibr learning science. Thus, matchboxes 



5 cm {1 inch) postcards 1 34 cm ■; 9 cm) 
could be used to esl innate length Coins 
ai e m in icd w iili stuhdard precision and 
could be used to estimate weight. A 
pnslesjd weighed - 5 g ami hud an area 
of roughly 1 25 cm. 1 . A single cm 2 of ihe 
postcard wciglkd i'll mg. So. One could 
easily make micro- weights. 

Children could do exciting science 
experiment using simple thongs. 
Science ek not hardware - burettes and 
pipCtlUS- U is ft way of critically looltipg 
aL Ilie world in search of new patterns. 
From this point of view, ordinary 
matehsLicks and bils of cycle valve tube 
could become ‘MccfiUriO Sels” and used 
for mating basic 3-D geometric shapes 

teirahedims. prisms, cubes and 
pyramids. These modules, imum could 
he assembled in UK» ly d i iTereni w ays to 
make buildings on complex molecular 
structures. 

Terrible Tetrapaks 

Every year over a I Oft billion 
Lctrapaks choke drains and sewers or 
llnd iheir way i ill hi landfills ictrapaks 
are multi-wnllcd laminates with several 
layers i>f plastic, paper and aluminum 


Teachers and children dry 
much more Stkely to use 
teaching aids, which they 
have themselves made,.. 
Making their own science 
models is a great way of 
Integrating head, hands and 
the heart. 


foil fused log* filer Ms inseparable 
layers, make ihe teirapsk the number 
one polluter, For recycling, the layers: 
need to be separated. We did (i nd many 
creative uses for lbesu used ictrapaks 

E>ik could draw a pattern: kcofc it 
with a needle, eul, Ibid and glm- ii into 
different polyhedrons. Kemove (he top 
cover of u ifuit juice tetrapak nod ii 
he comes a very hundy 2ft0 ml measure 
to estimate volume. Cut die pack along 
the diagonal mid mp the nghl angled 
comer to make a foldable funnel Many 
years bock I WTOiu ‘Little Toys', a book 
which demonstrated fifteen ioys and 
science models ihnl can be crafted from 
used Leirapoks. 



Pumps From the Dump 


Tf we seriously apply our minds, it 
will open up many possibilities! of doing 
more wiill less A lot of modern junk 
- plastic bottles, cups, refills, rubber 
slippers, puns etc cun be reused in many 
creative ways Lo make joyous kam lug 
aids C u Id run could make more Lhan a 
dozen delightful pumps using all kinds 
of odd Stuff, I or i nsUmcc, push two Ii Im 
cans on (he ends of a 15 cm piece of old 
bicycle mho (o make an air pump. The 
opening ! c losing valves arc made using 
bits of sticky Uipe. This high quality 
pump can easily inflate a balloon' Or 
else, make it scintillating sprinkler 
within a minute. Poke a broom sdek in 
the middle of a plusliu straw. Make two 
hall euls 2 cm away from Ihe eealre 
fiend ilk arms und secure litem in place 
with some tape to make a u jangle. Twjirl 
lliis trifulgle m water 1o make a most 
delightful centrifuge ot sprinkler. 

The universal experience dial 
reinly-inudu kiis are seldom used by 
children. They often lie unopened 
T&khuPs and children are much more 
likely to use teaching aids, which they 
litive ftiumselves made, If millions of 
our children in villages sod municipal 
schools are io learn science creatively, 
(hen they need In make (he i own 
science models, This will be a great way 
of integrating the head, lltc hand and 
fiiu lnuiiri They should be encouraged lo 
collect junk, brine el to school mil emfi 
ii into science models. I bis would also 
be an edueal ion i u Faith l ’ ai rensh ip ;r- 
(huy would simultaneously be learning 
good sc ience and deani ag up ilk Earth 


■\nriuii iiuptti ,, r *t*kt JCJl r«r 

v\ri 16 r. lit' sAiirci hi'! ptis&hMt for bunk* ljjilJ 
te>.S j1. JnS-.en- !li‘. w&bsilti 
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